THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND
sale. Before such shops as sold food, heavy waggons stood
drawn up, unloading all the varieties of produce the English
countryside provided. The streets were crowded by wayfarers
and idlers, and also by a vast number of dogs, whose kennels
were everywhere in evidence. One of the chief civic problems
of the day was provided by bands of half-wild and homeless
dogs, which infested the streets at night.
The crown of the city was the cathedral church of St. Paul,
set on the top of its highest hill. In 1087 had occurred perhaps
the most disastrous of all London's fires, in which the old St.
Paul's had perished. With a spirit of truly medieval magni-
ficence, the people and the bishop had then resolved that they
would build the hugest cathedral in England, and had drawn
up a set of plans so ambitious that all who saw them asked
whether the building would ever be finished. The bishop
began by purchasing and demolishing many houses in the
neighbourhood in order to provide a close, which the earlier
cathedral had lacked. The king allowed barges to land stone
for the building free of duty at the wharf in the River Fleet,
and also gave the stone from an ancient royal dwelling which
was being demolished.
The work was delayed by further fires in 1132 and 1136,
which damaged, but did not destroy, the new St. Paul's. As
a result, the cathedral was not completed in 1150. It had no
spire; but enough of the general structure was finished to show
the wonder of London that it was destined to be. In contrast
to Westminster Abbey, it was more sombre than gay, for the
immense height and length of the nave, and the long line of
straight pillars running the length of the nave, and stretching
from floor to vaulted roof, gave to the whole the atmosphere
of austerity, which was hardly dispelled by the customary
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